The Love-sick Spouse, a Paul's Cross sermon by John Stoughton first printed-posthumously-in 1640, has received very little scholarly attention. In part, this neglect is due to Millar MacLure's dating of the sermon as 'ante 1640' (when it was first printed), thus rendering invisible its more precise religious and political features as a sermon preached in 1624.1 However, the sermon bears more detailed examination in light of the two manuscript forms in which it exists. The manuscript witnesses allow us to date the sermon and also enable a more exact understanding of how at least one preacher, in this case an alleged nonconformist, negotiated the rhetorical challenges of preaching high-profile, public sermons in that year. Moreover, the temper and effect of The Love-sick Spouse, preached early in 1623/4, are intimately entwined with a sermon, The Happinesse of Peace, preached by Stoughton ten months later in Cambridge, and comparison of the two yields evidence of the pressures exerted on preachers by their public sermon performances. The extant manuscript evidence, then, allows this sermon to be understood within three contexts: the sermon's delivery at Paul's Cross, likely in March 1623/4; a sermon delivered by Stoughton ten months later in Cambridge; and the sermon's publication in 1640.
Stoughton's early biographer described him as 'a Puritan preacher of exceptional eloquence,' adding that 'it is difficult to believe that greater pulpit orator ever jewelled a sentence to more curious beauty than Stoughton.'2 Despite these gifts, however, Stoughton is remembered primarily as jeanne shami There is reason to believe, then, that he was sympathetic to the views of nonconforming ministers, but that he managed to cover his activities sufficiently within the bounds of conformity to satisfy both his patrons and the authorities. Stoughton's alleged nonconformist activities of the 1630s are anticipated, to some extent, in the sixteen-twenties.7 He preached at least twice in 1624: first at Paul's Cross (The Love-sick Spouse) and then before James at
